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By Matthew Limb

Struggling UK zoos could shed hundreds of jobs during the Covid-19 pandemic, while a second lockdown would be 'absolutely devastating', a sector leader has warned.

There are worries more zoos face going out of business following the closure in June of the Devon zoo Living Coasts, part of Wild Planet Trust.

Nicky Needham, joint acting director of the British and Irish Association of Zoos and Aquariums (BIAZA), warned that there could be further closures ahead.

'They are all struggling. We are seeing some collections starting to put redundancies in place and restructuring,' she told *Vet Record*.

'I would imagine there'll be hundreds of jobs lost, if not more, within our sector over the coming months.'

Needham spoke after the government's £100 million Zoo Animals Fund opened for applications on 3 August to support animal welfare in zoos and aquariums facing financial hardship.

Grants of up to £730,000 will be available to licensed collections in England for animal welfare-related costs and maintenance, and funds will also be made available to the devolved nations.

Such costs include rehoming costs for collections needing to downsize or close.

Payments can be received when an organisation has 12 weeks or fewer of financial reserves.

Needham said she was expecting large numbers to apply.

She said BIAZA members were trying to get as many visitors into their sites as possible for the rest of the summer season -- numbers were between 30 per cent and 50 per cent down on average.

'Expected losses are currently coming in at between £40,000 for the very small collections and about £20 million for larger ones, by the end of this year,' Needham said.

> A second lockdown would likely mean closing the gates again

'A second lockdown\...would be absolutely devastating, especially for those collections that have brought staff back from furlough to manage their visitor numbers. A second lockdown would likely mean closing the gates again.'

Peter Kettlewell, who is president of the British Veterinary Zoological Society and a vet who works with zoos, described the pressures many were under.

'There is definitely a financial twist to decisions they're making,' he said. 'They're putting off stuff they would normally do as a matter of course. Vaccinations are being postponed, worming protocols are being done less frequently.'

He said some zoos might take the 'option of euthanasia' for sick animals rather than incur the costs of more expensive treatment.

Kettlewell also said if zoos went bust it might not be easy to redistribute animals to other collections because they may need very specific husbandry requirements, specialist enclosures, handling and staff training.

He said it was ultimately the responsibility of local authorities to look after animals in such circumstances.
